
Lesson Plan Template                       Rev 10/1/09 Dr. Thieman  
 
Name: Matt Kowalski                                                 Age/Grade Level: 11/12
Subject Area(s): civics/ language arts   
Unit Title: Bill of Rights/ First Amendment Rights
Lesson Title: Understanding the First Amendment through reading a newspaper
Estimated Time: 55 minutes
 
Purpose/Rationale for lesson: To empower each student with knowledge of their 
basic rights as citizens of the United States. The students will gain a real world example 
of First Amendment and other personal rights by critically examining sections of a 
newspaper.  
 
Curriculum Framing Questions:  
Essential Question: Why are rights important?

Unit Question that applies to this lesson: Why are the rights protected under the 
First Amendment important in a democracy?
Lesson or Content Question(s): Does the freedom of the press provide the public 
with a watchdog for the protection of individual rights?   

 
Goal:  (broad general understanding or skill)
An understanding of the Bill of Rights, specifically the First Amendment, and the power 
it gives to an individual in the United States.
Learning Objective(s):  (behavioral, observable, measureable)  
-Students will demonstrate ability to read a news story and determine the impact of the 
story by locating articles that are critical of government and/or inform the public of 
governmental proceedings 
-Students will gain a better understanding of the role of the press in a democracy by 
participating in the highlighting exercise listed below.
-Students will be able to use their knowledge of the first ten amendments to the U.S. 
Constitution, the Bill of Rights, to provide short concise answers to two of the four 
questions listed in the homework assignment  
Curriculum Standard(s):
EL.HS.RE.01 Read at an independent and instructional reading level appropriate to grade 
level.
EL.HS.RE.03 Make connections to text, within text, and among texts across the subject 
areas.
EL.HS.RE.05 Match reading to purpose--location of information, full comprehension, 
and personal enjoyment.
SS.HS.CG.04.01 Understand how the Bill of Rights offers protection of individual rights 
and how rights are limited for the benefit of the common good.
Materials Needed:
A copy of a local or national newspaper for each student or per group, computer, 
overhead projector, highlighters 
Background knowledge or skills students’ need prior to lesson: The student should 
be able to read a newspaper and pick out the articles that relate to local, state, and/ or 
federal government. The student should have an understanding of the rights protected 



under Bill of Rights from a previous lesson. The student should know who Thomas 
Jefferson is and why his opinion might be important. The student will have background 
knowledge of some court cases like Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier from a previous lesson 
 
Hook or Introduction to get students’ attention and get them: Display a quote from 
Thomas Jefferson on the importance of freedom of the press in a democratic society 
and ask the class if anyone wants to explain who Thomas Jefferson is and why the 
quote might be on the board. If no takers, then give a brief analysis of the quote. 
 

Procedures: 
--Start class with the hook as described above, the teacher will be at the blackboard or 
projector (5 minutes)
--Okay class now we are going to play a sort of refresher game!
--Instruct the students to form a line, and tell them that they will hear a set of questions. 
Each time a student can answer “yes” to a question, he or she will move a little forward. 
However, you must be ready to explain your answer further if called upon. If a student 
cannot answer the question they stay standing where they are.
Remind the students that there are no winners or losers to this game and that some 
questions do not have a “right” answer. Each statement should be followed by some time 
for random questioning of the students and time for those who did not have an answer 
(even if they moved forward) to write down some of the thoughts of their classmates. 
Here are some sample questions:
 
-Who knows which part of the Constitution includes the rights of the people?
 
-Who knows which Constitutional Amendment provides people with freedom 
expression?
 
-Who can tell me one right that people have in our country? 
 
-Who can name at least two rights protected by the First Amendment? 
 
-Who can name all five major rights protected by the First Amendment?  
 
-Who can explain who the Bill of Rights protects people from? 



 
-Who thinks there should be no limitations on these rights? 
 
-Who can name at least one exception to when the government can restrict or limit 
freedom of speech? e.g. defamation, commercial use, conflicts with national security
 
-Who thinks freedom of the press is more important than the right to assemble? 
 
-Who thinks freedom of the press means that the press can write (or say) whatever it 
wants whenever it wants to?
 
-Who can tell me what the terms libel and slander mean and how they limit freedom of 
press?
(15-20) minutes
 
 
Okay everybody back to their seats and ask a student to turn down the lights so the focus 
turns to the overhead projector or projected computer screen. On the screen will be the 
directions for the next exercise (make sure they stay seated until all the directions are 
read and understood):
-- I will divide the students into groups of 3-4
-- Hand out the national, local, and international sections of the daily paper. 
--Ask students to use a highlighter to indicate any articles in these two sections of the 
paper that contain criticism of local, state, and national government, government leaders 
or government policies and any that contain proposed changes of official people or 
positions. 
Below is a sample of that I will show students on the overhead:





 
--Discuss articles and any questionable articles that students marked, the teacher will 
walk from group to group and address these issues.
--Each group will briefly share with the class one or two of the articles they highlighted 
and explain which one of the requirements this article fulfills. 
I will then ask them to if the paper would be as interesting or informative if the articles 
they highlighted were left out. We will explore this question as a class with the goal 
being to have them realize the importance of the free press as a monitor on government 
process. I will ask students to give a thumbs up/ thumbs down rating of the exercise. (20 



minutes)
 
The class will return to their seats and the lights will be turned down again to focus the 
class on a list of questions on the projector
The questions will be:
 
-Have you ever known someone who was personally positively or negatively affected 
by an article printed in the newspaper? Did that change your opinion about freedom of 
the press? How so?  Again I will refer to the above article or give a few other examples 
like a police blotter that caused a family member to lose a job or an article about that 
characterized someone you know in a different light than you usually think of them.  
 
-How did any of these articles relate to other rights protected under the First Amendment 
or any other rights protected under the Bill of Rights?
 
-Why would it be important for a reporter/newspaper to maintain a credible reputation 
with their readers and sources of information?
 
-Find an example of a court case (not Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier) that limited the 
expression of any freedom protected under the Bill of Rights and write a reaction to that 
judgment.
 
The student will choose any two of the questions/assignments and write a short response 
1-2 paragraphs. The completion of this assignment will be homework I will inform the 
students that this assignment will be graded. (5-10 minutes)
 
Differentiation/Accommodation for diverse learners in your classroom. The student 
who has Aperger’s will be given his own newspaper sections because he does not work 
well with groups and be able work with his paraeducator. The content is not out of his 
reach and he should be able to complete the homework. I will spend time with him 
individually as I am monitoring the group work. I will split the two ESL students into 
groups that can help them understand the newspaper exercise. I will place the Spanish 
speaker with one of the TAG students who can speak some Spanish. I will ask them the 
TAG student to read aloud and translate when needed to her group some of the articles 
they chose to highlight. The other ESL student, who is fairly proficient in English, will 
get into a group and I will monitor to see if she is understanding the material and can 
complete the work. A   
 
Attention to Literacy: Read and interpret newspaper articles. Talk to students and ask 
questions. Read aloud. 
 
Closure:  After we go over the assignment for homework and students have written 
down all of the questions listed above, they will begin work on that assignment and there 
will be time to ask the teacher any questions. The students will leave class when the 
allotted time for class expires.
 
Assessment and Evaluation of Student Learning:  I will informally assess the students 
understanding of the material as they participate in the step forward game and their group 



assignment. I will grade their homework assignment based on a point system explained 
below and give them feedback for further reading and application to other contexts. A 
 
Scoring Criteria for Homework: 5 points for answering two of the three questions as 
stated above. 5 points conventions such as spelling, grammar, complete sentences, 
and punctuation. And 5 points for the quality of the response, if it evidences a genuine 
understanding of the material.
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